Comparison of target breeding weight and breeding date for replacement beef heifers and effects on subsequent reproduction and calf performance.
A 3-yr study was conducted with spring-born heifers (n = 240) to determine the effects of developing heifers to either 55 or 60% of mature BW at breeding on reproduction and calf production responses. A concurrent study was also conducted with summer-born heifers (n = 146) to examine effects of breeding heifers with the mature cow herd or 1 mo earlier on reproduction and calf production variables. Spring-born crossbred heifer calves were weaned and developed on two different levels of nutrition to achieve the desired prebreeding BW. Summer-born heifers were developed to similar target breeding BW (60% of mature BW) to begin calving either 1 mo before (May) or at the same time as the mature cowherd (June). Blood samples were taken before breeding to determine differences in estrous cyclicity. Pregnancy rates through the fourth pregnancy were determined. Cow and calf production variables were evaluated through the third gestation. Spring-born heifers reached 53 or 58% of mature BW at breeding and had similar reproduction and first calf production traits between the two, groups. Calving difficulty with the second calf was greater (P < 0.05) for heifers developed to 58% of mature BW at breeding. Subsequent second calf weaning weight and ADG were decreased (P < 0.05) for heifers developed to 58% of mature BW at breeding. Feed costs were $22/heifer less for heifers developed to 53% of mature BW. Summer-born first-calf heifers calving in June had less (P < 0.01) calving difficulty than did heifers calving in May; however, calf birth weights were similar. Breeding summer-born heifers 1 mo before the cowherd did not influence pregnancy rates over three calf crops; however, first calf adjusted weaning weights and ADG were greater for calves born earlier. Development costs were $11/heifer more for heifers developed to calve in May vs. June. Developing spring-born heifers to 53% of mature BW did not adversely affect reproduction or calf production traits compared with developing heifers to 58% of mature BW, and it decreased development costs. Breeding summer-born heifers before the cowherd increased heifer development costs, increased calving difficulty, and improved calf performance, but had no effect on pregnancy rates.